Polyoxygenated sterols and triterpenes: chemical structures and biological activities.
Cholesterol and other sterols are precursors of many hormones of vertebrates (pregnane, androstane, estrane derivatives), invertebrates (ecdysteroids) and even of plants (brassinoids). The normal biosynthetic processes which begin by a series of oxidations lead to a family of compounds, some of which exhibit a wide variety of biological activities. Among the latter, those well-established are their inhibitory effect on the biosynthesis of cholesterol in mammalian cells, their toxic effect on tumor cells and their ability to modify some immunological responses. None of the members of this family has all of the activities just mentioned. The intensity of the effect depends markedly upon the specific structure of each compound.